Should a female copy the mate choice of other females? A female may rank a mated male higher in quality than an unmated male because the former has demonstrated that he is able to attract a female. However, a prospecting female may also avoid a mated male because of the risk that she has to compete with the male's initial mate over access to copulations, breeding resources and male parental care. We studied the mate choice of female pied flycatchers, Ficedula hypoleuca, in aviaries divided into three compartments, two for males, and one for a female. A female was allowed to choose (build a nest in a nestbox) between two males after a period when she had been kept in a cage behind a one-way mirror and had presumably seen that one of the males was in the company of another female for 5 h. There was no evidence that females copied the mate choice of conspecific females, or that they avoided males that had recently been in the company of another female. Instead, females apparently chose a mate independently of others, choosing the male showing most courtship display. The latter result explains the consistency in mate choice observed when different females chose between the same pair of males in repeat trials. The ability of females to pick out the same male independently may also explain why a few males obtain most copulations in lekking species.
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Females should not choose a mate at random but settle with one that provides good genes to the offspring and/or high-quality parental care (Andersson 1994) . It may be difficult and costly for females to assess male quality and hence they may copy the mate choices of others (Losey et al. 1986; Pruett-Jones 1992) . This hypothesis seems plausible (Gibson & Höglund 1992; Andersson 1994; Stöhr 1998 ) and mate choice copying may evolve through genetic effects even when it has no direct fitness benefit (Servedio & Kirkpatrick 1996) . However, so far little conclusive empirical support for mate choice copying has been found (Andersson 1994; Spurrier et al. 1994; Fiske et al. 1996; Grant & Green 1996; Lafleur et al. 1997 ; but see Galef & White 1998 for a recent example in birds). The best evidence comes from experiments with a fish (guppy, Poecilia reticulata; Dugatkin 1992; Dugatkin & Godin 1992 , 1993 Briggs et al. 1996) but when similar experiments were repeated on the same species, no evidence of copying was found (Brooks 1996; Lafleur et al. 1997) . Alternatively, the tendency for females to prefer the same male may result from their skill at picking out the best male independently of the choices of conspecifics. However, choosing the same male, whether by copying or not, may involve some costs. In many species, a female should avoid an already mated male to avoid competition over access to copulations, sperm and breeding resources (Nakatsuru & Kramer 1982; Gibson & Höglund 1992; Petrie et al. 1992) or in species with biparental care, to avoid losing male care (e.g. Slagsvold & Lifjeld 1994) .
Mate choice copying is most likely to be found in polygynous or promiscuous species where males contribute little or no parental care and where it is easy for females to observe the mate choices of other females, as in lekking species (Losey et al. 1986; Wade & Pruett-Jones 1990; Gibson et al. 1991; Dugatkin & Höglund 1995; Höglund et al. 1995) . However, it is not obvious that mate choice copying would be more important in lekking species than in others because when lekking males display close to each other it would be quite easy for females to compare them. Females may spend several days on a lek before mating, and the opportunity to compare males may be why lekking behaviour evolved in the first place (review in Höglund & Alatalo 1995). Mate sampling may be more costly in nonlekking species (Slagsvold & Lifjeld 1997) , and hence we may also ask whether female mate choice copying occurs in these species.
